We performed two experiments in which we allowed a male fighting fish, Betta splendens, designated a bystander, to observe aggressive contests between pairs of male conspecifics. Another male (naïve male) observed an empty tank or two nonaggressive males, depending on the experiment. Immediately after these observation periods, we allowed the bystander and naïve male to interact in a neutral area. In both experiments, bystander males were dominant over naïve males in a significant number of the encounters. Bystander males performed significantly more aggressive behaviours (displays, chases and bites) than did naïve males. Differences in dominance were not due to chance differences in body size. These findings demonstrate that exposure to aggression between conspecifics increases aggressive motivation in bystander male fighting fish. We discuss briefly the implications of such social experience on the formation of dominance hierarchies.
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Aggressive contests between animals rarely occur in a social vacuum, but instead take place in the presence of conspecifics (McGregor 1993; McGregor & Peake 2000) . A territorial dispute between rival males might be observed by other males as well as by potentially receptive females. Observers and participants can interact in several ways. If characteristics or behaviour of the observers affect the behaviour of the participants, this is called an audience effect (McGregor & Peake 2000) . For example, the types of displays performed in territorial disputes between male Siamese fighting fish, Betta splendens, differ depending on whether the observer is male or female (Doutrelant et al. 2001) . In other cases, observing a contest may induce changes in the behaviour of the observers. If aggressive motivation, and hence the probability of performing an aggressive act, increases as a result of this experience, this is called priming (Hogan & Bols 1980; Bronstein 1989) . Oliveira et al. (2001) found that male cichlids, Oreochromis mossambicus, experienced significant increases in circulating androgen levels after observing fights between conspecifics. The extent to which priming increases success in subsequent or future contests remains largely unexplored (but see Hollis et al. 1995) . Observers of aggressive behaviour may use the information they extract in future interactions, a phenomenon known as eavesdropping (Johnsson & Akerman 1998; Otter et al. 1999; Earley & Dugatkin 2002) . For example, Oliveira et al. (1998) reported that, after observing a contest between conspecifics, male fighting fish responded differently towards the perceived 'loser' than towards the perceived 'winner'.
Interactions between bystanders and participants can have significant effects on dominance hierarchy formation (Chase 1982a, b; Dugatkin 2001) . For example, fighting experience alters the outcome of subsequent aggressive interactions in a range of taxa (van de Poll et al. 1982; Drummond & Osorno 1992; Chase et al. 1994; Whitehouse 1997; Goessmann et al. 2000) . Losing an encounter increases the chances that an animal will lose future encounters, even against otherwise inferior rivals (Beacham 1988; Beaugrand et al. 1991; Drummond & Osorno 1992) . This decrease in fighting motivation, dubbed the loser effect, may last several hours to several days (Chase et al. 1994) . Conversely, an animal that wins an aggressive encounter may experience a greater probability of winning future encounters, although the winner effect is usually less robust than the loser effect (Jackson 1991; Chase et al. 1994) .
We used male Siamese fighting fish to test the hypothesis that exposure to conspecific aggression primes bystanders for increased aggression, thereby inducing a winner effect in them. Specifically, we predicted that a male fighting fish that observed a contest between conspecifics would defeat an otherwise similar rival that observed no such stimulus. 
